Note:

As I read through The Philadelphia Negro, and the primary sources on The College Settlement Association of Philadelphia, I became frustrated at their moralizing tone, and the lack of voices from people of the Seventh Ward. I wanted to know a little more about the people there, through their own voices and experiences. I tried to find African American newspapers from the time period, but they are difficult to get access to, except through scrapbooks. I got the idea to look at civil court cases from Philadelphia at the turn of the twentieth century from the poet Charles Reznikoff. I thought that court cases would be one of the least mediated ways to access voices from that time. Any time you see a quotation, it was taken from a court testimony, and each poem is one court case. I was wary that I would be focusing on violence or crime, because that’s what court cases are mostly concerned with and I didn’t want to give the impression that life in the Seventh Ward had only to do with violence. I hope you will look around and beneath the plot, to get at its implications, having to do with race, class, gender, and language in really strange ways. I’ve used quotes in the order in which they appeared in the testimony transcripts, so that you can be as confused as I was when I was reading them.

POEMS
1

Samuel Booth, “a little colored boy,”

Was a waiter living on 770 South Broad Street.
He worked at Luray Apartment House, 

Next to the house of Mrs. Higgenbotham.
He was called to the house by maid Mary Wright:
“Some man came through the parlor and out

the window. And Mary chased him with a hatchet. He

threw a brick at the house.”

Booth looked through the whole house 

Because Mary was frightened

Then

He heard groaning on the steps to the third floor, 

And ran to get help.

Mary was afraid she would be blamed

Mrs. Higgenbotham was dead

Mary had blood smears on her apron.

The doctor said she was not near enough

To the body while he was there

For blood to be on her apron.

Earlier that day

Mrs. Higgenbotham had a fright

Someone threw a brick through her window. 

“Do you think they wanted to kill me?”

“I guess not, Mother, they only wanted to scare you.”

The detectives found

Widow Mrs. Marley’s trunk forced open.

She lived on the third floor of Mrs. Higgenbotham’s house.
Her belongings were found hidden

Throughout the residence.

In one of Mary’s written statements

She describes the man who ran through the house

His fedora and his “paintbrush with brown or red on it.”

Though he was said to have jumped out the window

The dust was undisturbed.
In a later statement

Mary claims Mrs. Higgenbotham’s son

Jack, was responsible for the murder.
There is a mysterious letter

Found at the scene

The contents of which relate a

Botched plan with the son, and
A man named Caldwell is blackmailing Mary.
A handwriting expert is called in

He declares the handwriting to be Mary’s
She is “colored.”

Witnesses state that Mary and Mrs. Higgenbotham

Had a good relationship

Jack “went blank” directly after

The death of his mother, and could not testify as to his whereabouts that day

But coworkers could

Only the defendant, Mary, was placed in the house at the time.

Jack was prescribed one grain of morphia

30 grain bromide of potash.
Mary Wright was found not guilty.

2

Theodore Watts, of 4 Browns Court, off of 735 Rodman Street

The last time Miss. Minnie Douglass saw him, 

Was the night of the parade.

He was on Lombard, between 7th and 8th.
The Coroner testified

Teddy Watts was an African-American man, aged 33

The Item reported news of his death

To Mr. Moore,
The man responsible for the death of Teddy Watts.

Mr. Moore turned himself in immediately.
Mr. Moore was riding in a carriage on Lombard Street

With Mr. Odem, Mr. Morris, and Mr. Parvis.

Moore wore an overcoat with velvet trim,

And gloves.

During the November 2nd Republican parade.
Men climbed onto the carriage

Hanging on the sides, poised on axles

Moore said: “Get off the carriage because 

It looks very bad.”

Watts, the only man who remained

On the carriage said,

“He would like to know what he (Moore)

had to do with that.” and,
“I would like to see you or some other 

s—of a b---- put me off.”

“I wouldn’t act like that, that ain’t nice, you

Don’t want to have any fuss or ‘hoots’ 

In a parade like this.

A gentleman would get off anyway.

Well I paid my money to 

ride in here, and I ought to have

some say.”

Watts pulled Moore onto the pavement

And said, “You black s--- of a b----, 

I will cut your throat

I want to kill a n----- tonight anyway.”

Moore ran from the carriage

And Watt followed after

Knives were pulled.
Moore escaped and went to the hospital.
Watts died in an alley on 21st and Addison, of knife wounds.
A witness said of Mr. Moore, “I saw a colored man knock over a

Little girl,” as he was running from the parade.
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Florence Almond, a girl of 14

Had been “playing ghost”

“The child was out, she was not out five minutes out playing.

This ghost business

Had been going on four or five weeks

Before, and it was a man that started it, 

And the children they seen what it was

And they started playing it, too,

And these two fellows

Started over backward and forward.”

Florence was dressed all in white

Coming down the path

A little boy said he heard one of the men say

“I will settle the ghost.”

Stones were cast.
“the Court believes perhaps it is only fair

To take into consideration their race and their youth

And give them the benefit of their

Excellent character.

The extreme penalty would be two years,

But in view of 

The circumstances

The sentence of the court is

One year.”

For Oscar McFall, and Andrew Bethears, aged 19 and 20.

4

“She said all her people had turned against her, 

Turner was good to her.

She asked me to give her ten cents so she could

Get some laudanum. I asked what for

And she said she was tired of living,” said the witness.
The witness said Katie told her,

“she went upstairs to another fellow’s room

To get fifty cents,

And he came up and threw her down the 

Steps and then he was going to hit her because

She would not scrub the first floor.”

Katie had bruises on her face.

This was on 633 Delancy Street,
But Katie lived on 250 South Darrien Street

With her partner, Mr. Turner.

Nettie Cook rented a room to them

“I was at work that day

And did not see her until

Five o’clock and when

Mr. Turner came in he said she was poorly and asked her

To cook some eggs and make a bit of tea.

He said she was all right and I did so.

I heard him calling her and she was so long

In answering I went up and found her

In a stupid condition and 

Went for an officer.”

According to Dr. Charles T. Mitchell

Katie had taken lead water with

Laudanum, and it was treated as

A poison case. Her death was

A combination of the drink

And the bruises 

From a fall.

The coroner described her as,

“An ill kept white woman.”

But “Mr. Turner, a colored man,” “was good to her.”

“Did she ever fall around much?”

Another witness: “She came in full

And got up the stairs and fell all the way down.

Mr. Turner carried her up.”

Early that morning, 

Mr. Turner dropped her off at 633 Delancy, 

At James Hawkin’s place

He told her to stay there

Until he came from work, and he says,

“When I come, I will go and buy you a 

pair of shoes.”

Hawkins testified. When Mr. Turner came to pick her up,

“I was standing at the door, and I said, ‘What is those marks doing on your nose?’

She said, ‘Turner kicked me on the nose,’ and I said

‘Take her up home, where you belong; 

don’t bring this to me.”

“What did Turner say?”

“He did not say anything at all.”

Hawkins “is a man that never allows a colored woman in his cellar;

He has nothing but white women down in there.

I have put him away on several occasions on the same charge.

They chase the duck.”*
The judge instructed the jury

To find Mr. Turner not guilty.

*to drink alcohol.

TESTIMONY SOURCES

Philadelphia Archives, possible testimonies:

http://www.phila.gov/phils/records.htm
http://www.phila.gov/phils/Docs/Inventor/graphics/agencies/A021.htm

Court Cases, Common Pleas Court

20.21 Papers in Civil Legislations, 1915

20.40 Misc. Papers

20.52 Testimony Perpetuated Dec. 1788 to Dec. 1873

20.62 Railroad Docket 1870-1874

Quarter Sessions Court, Clerk of 
**21.5 Notes of Testimony 1877-1915

This is the collection I have been using. There are many, many boxes, and I worked through. 

21.6 Desertion Docket 1865-1914

21.11 Habeus Corpus Petitions 1906-1944

21.15 Lunacy Commitment Papers 1911-1912 (some testimony)

21.16 Misc. Docket 1861-1862, 1882-1925, 1933

21.40a Grand Jury Hearing Record Nov. 1849

21.45 Bill of Indictment, Nolle Prosequi 1879-1907

21.46 Bills of Indictment Dec. 1838- Nov. 1915

Mayor, Office of the

60 – 61.8 Scrapbooks: vol*1891

National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) Mid Atlantic Region's Archives Facility 

http://www.archives.gov/midatlantic/public/court-records-at-archives.html
I emailed them as per their request to see whether they’d be able to find some court cases from the Philadelphia area around 1900, regarding African Americans and/or the Seventh Ward, but they never responded. This is probably a good resource for court cases, however.

The Atlantic Reporter, First Series

http://www.llmc.com/Title.asp?ColID=4&Cat=191&TID=210&TName=Atlantic%20Reporter,%20First%20Series
This a full, searchable version of the First Series of the Atlantic Reporter, 1885–1925.

